I
n the past decade, oxygen isotope variations preserved in precisely dated calcite deposits in caves, known as speleothems, have provided an increasingly detailed record of past climate variability. Speleothems from locations influenced by the East Asian summer monsoon span the past four glacial-interglacial cycles 1, 2 . Abrupt climate anomalies during the glacial periods are clearly observed in these records, as are lower-frequency, orbitalscale variations. The associated changes in the oxygen isotope ratios are often interpreted as variations in the intensity of the East Asian summer monsoon. Writing in Nature Geoscience, Pausata et 
Sensitivity tests indicate that the Heinrich event triggered cooling in the northern Indian Ocean and reduced convective precipitation over the Indian Ocean. As a result, moisture with a higher δ 18 O value was transported over India during the summer monsoon. The amount of precipitation during the Indian summer monsoon was also lower than that of the Last Glacial Maximum, and water vapour with a high δ 18 O signature was exported eastwards to China. According to the simulations, the signal ultimately preserved as positive δ 18 O excursions in the Chinese speleothems reflects these variations in the δ 18 O value of moisture exported from India (Fig. 1) .
Speleothems from India should reflect the combined influence of reduced rainfall over the Indian Ocean and decreased Indian summer monsoon precipitation, whereas Chinese speleothems seem to primarily record remotely forced changes in the isotopic composition of incoming water vapour. This suggestion makes perfect sense, given that the Indian Ocean is the primary moisture source to the Indian and East Asian summer monsoons during June, July and August 7, 8 . In light of these simulations we can no longer assume a simple relationship between Northern Hemisphere temperatures and East Asian summer monsoon precipitation. Specifically, the conclusions of Pausata et al. suggest that the East Asian monsoon rainfall does not necessarily decline in response to abrupt cooling events in the North Atlantic, as is widely assumed.
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Long-distance relationship
Oxygen isotope variations in Chinese cave deposits have been interpreted as proxies for the East Asian summer monsoon. Numerical simulations suggest the deposits may instead record remote climate changes over India and the Indian Ocean.
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Indian Ocean . Model simulations from Pausata et al. 3 suggest that that the isotopic values recorded by Chinese stalagmites (circle, Hulu cave; star, Dongge cave; square, Songjia cave; diamond, Timta cave) reflect processes over the Indian Ocean and subcontinent, rather than the intensity of the summer monsoon precipitation as previously suggested.
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On longer, orbital timescales, this study and previous modelling efforts 5 are pointing to changes in the source and properties of the water vapour that reaches the Chinese speleothems, rather than the intensity of the precipitation itself, as the cause of the δ 18 O variability. It is also on these timescales that other proxy records from China suggest smaller variations in East Asian summer monsoon strength than the speleothem records, and consequently a weaker relationship between monsoon precipitation over China and Northern Hemisphere insolation 9 . Reinterpretation of the Chinese speleothem records could reconcile these differences. 
